Jeffrey Jentzen's book offers valuable insight into the origins and development of the American system of death investigation. It charts the fortunes of the two main investigative models: the coroner's inquest and the office of medical examiner, as they developed in a relationship of protracted rivalry from the days of the early republic to the present. For Jentzen, these represented not merely alternative mechanisms for generating knowledge about violent, unnatural or otherwise suspicious deaths, but also contrasting views about how such inquiries fit within the broader framework of American civic democracy. The inquest system, centred on a (mostly) non-medical and popularly elected coroner and his lay jury, stood, for its proponents, as a means of guaranteeing citizen representation in matters of local concern and of checking the power of bureaucratic officialdom. By contrast, the medical examiner system, which sought to replace lay coroners with medically qualified appointees, emerged as a feature of Progressive Era efforts to harness the authority of modern science to combat the forces of political corruption which, in their view, had turned offices such as the coronership into archaic, self-serving sinecures.

Jentzen's analysis begins in earnest with this reformist movement, following the fortunes of the medical examiner model as it developed as an aspiration and was contested legislatively, institutionally and professionally. Because of the fragmented nature of the federal system in the United States, the ensuing story is told through local examples, mostly, but not exclusively, drawn from large metropolitan jurisdictions in the northeast and mid-west. New York City, with its notorious political machine, features prominently in the campaign to replace coroners with medical examiners, as one of the leading reformists, Richard Childs, made this part of his wider crusade against electoral corruption. Childs' efforts met with a measure of success when, in 1918, the New York State legislature mandated the gradual replacement of coroners with physician examiners trained in pathology.

A parallel movement, animated not by the ideals of progressivist renewal but by establishment anxiety about rising crime rates and radical subversion in the inter-war period, pushed for improved institutional and educational provision: a 1928 Rockefeller-funded review identified the need for improving standards, training and supporting infrastructure for death investigation; in 1937, Harvard University, aided by the heiress to the International Harvester fortune, established a department of legal medicine which raised the discipline's profile and served as a base-camp for medically-minded reformers; and, in 1951, leading reformers capped decades of effort by publishing a 'model law' designed for adoption by State legislatures seeking to replace coroners with medical examiners.

These initiatives met with some measure of success, and by the early 1960s almost half of all elective coronerships had been abolished. The aim of eliminating all vestiges of the inquest eventually stalled, however. By the end of the 1960s the coroner system still operated in thirty-nine states, and the final decades of the century witnessed a 'demedicalization' of death investigation.

Jentzen, a former medical examiner himself, makes little attempt -- rhetorically or conceptually -- to hide his disappointment in what he sees as the ultimate failure of his predecessors to displace the corrupt and out-moded office of coroner. This is evident throughout the book, from its opening pages, which note that by the mid-twentieth century only six jurisdictions had 'progressed' (p. 3) to the medical examiner's system, to its penultimate sentence, which welcomes a National Research Council endorsement of medical examiners in 2009 as having 'vindicated' (p. 213) the case against coroners.

Jentzen's advocacy injects his narrative with an admirable sense of purpose, yet it also results in some oversimplification and a lack of analytical symmetry in his treatment of the examiner--coroner debate. As he himself notes, some of the most notable twentieth-century coroners were active and successful scientific modernisers, yet they are treated with suspicion, their support for medical reform described as 'disingenuous' (p. 57), and their innovations as driven by a 'hunger for media fame' (p. 54). Moreover, and despite his assertion that medical examiners and coroners represented alternative visions of democratic accountability, Jentzen declines numerous opportunities systematically to explore this latter vision on its own terms. His analysis thus reads as a rather one-sided lament, in which the forces of good fail through a combination of largely exogenous circumstances -- personalities, internecine bickering, manipulation and misunderstanding -- rather than through any form of historical logic, however problematic that logic might be.

In the end, this is an informative and engaging account of long-standing and on-going debates over the American way of investigating death, albeit told from only one of the warring camps' perspectives.
